
APR I L   2 6 ,   20 1 6   ( / B LOG / / BOOK-REV I EW-AN - INTERPRET IVE - LEX ICON -OF -NEW-

TESTAMENT-GREEK-BEALE -BRENDSEL -ROSS )

Book Review: An
Interpretive Lexicon of
New Testament Greek
(/blog//book-review-

an-interpretive-lexicon-
of-new-testament-

greek-beale-brendsel-
ross)

KR I S   LYLE   ( / ? AUTHOR=5 5CAC8BBE4B04C85FD9 1 2 1 9B )   ·   GREEK   ( / ?

CATEGORY=GREEK ) ,   ADVANCED   ( / ? CATEGORY=ADVANCED) ,   B EG INNER   ( / ?

CATEGORY=BEG INNER )

(http://www.amazon.com/Interpretive-

Lexicon-New-Testament-

Greek/dp/0310494117)

The following book review of An Interpretive Lexicon of New Testament Greek
(http://www.amazon.com/Interpretive-Lexicon-New-Testament-

Greek/dp/0310494117/ref=as_li_ss_tl?ie=UTF8&qid=1456317386&sr=8-

1&keywords=An+Interpretive+Lexicon+of+New+Testament+Greek&linkCode=sl1&tag=exegetoolstitle-

20&linkId=4e4b9a3f53a0354f0ebddb72c93204e1) is divided into two major

sections — (1) Areas of Praise As It Stands, and (2) Areas of Improvement for

Future Editions — because although the review is more heavy in its critical

evaluation, I believe the volume has the potential to be a handy resource for

students of the Greek New Testament for years to come as it increases in

utility with future editions. And it's the hope of this review that some of these

areas might be taken note of. (For a more general overview of the

Interpretive Lexicon see the reviews by Exegetical Tools

(http://exegeticaltools.com/2016/02/24/an-interpretive-lexicon-of-new-

testament-greek-by-g-k-beale-daniel-j-brendsel-and-william-a-ross/) or

Reading Acts (https://readingacts.com/2014/10/09/book-review-an-
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Reading Acts (https://readingacts.com/2014/10/09/book-review-an-

interpretive-lexicon-of-new-testament-greek-analysis-of-prepositions-

adverbs-particles-relative-pronouns-and-conjunctions/)). 

AREAS OF PRAISE AS IT
STANDS
Synthesis
The volume immediately reminds me of Williams Hebrew Syntax

(http://www.amazon.com/Williams-Hebrew-Syntax-Third-

Edition/dp/0802094295), which especially in its earlier editions was a

skeletal outline of Hebrew grammar with heavy reference to other grammars.

In fact, this was the selling point: not the descriptive content about a

particular grammatical phenomenon but its ability to point you to more

substantial works that treated this very issue. In the same way, I see much of

the value of the Interpretive Lexicon in its synthesis of existing resources,

some standard (Wallace, Harris) and some less so (Fuller’s (http://www.god-

centered.com/files/DiscouseAnalysis.pdf) list of logical relations and Piper’s

(https://www.biblearc.com/) Arc project). 

Size
Another notable benefit of the current edition is its size: smaller than the

modern tablet and slightly larger than most (oversized) smartphones, the

Interpretive Lexicon is easy to carry around with your physical GNT

(assuming people still do that). Similarly, because of the size I expect most

users will not feel intimidated by getting familiar with the contents and that

sifting through it for insight will be more inviting.

Subject Matter

When I first read about this little volume before it came out I was excited to

see one dedicated to guiding GNT readers through appreciating "the little

words" I’ve spent so much time researching (at least in theoretical

linguistics). But I was more excited about the angle from which the analysis

was proposed to be conducted: discourse analysis. Despite the fact that the

Interpretive Lexicon never words it this way, it is essentially a handbook on

cohesive ties. Among the two categories of cohesive ties it is primarily

concerned with relational ties (prepositions, adverbs, particles,

conjunctions), though referential ties are also discussed (relative pronouns). 

Aside from the general subject matter of the volume, the introduction to it is

as much appreciated as it is needed. When angles of research are

appropriated to a field that is new to them, it becomes mandatory that a

hold-your-hand guide be provided. And the broader discipline of discourse

analysis is just that: a new model that has been in the process of being

adopted over the past few decades. It would have been much easier to opt

out of such a guide, so the fact that one is provided — that comprises a

healthy 20 percent of the volume — is commendable.

AREAS OF
IMPROVEMENT FOR
FUTURE EDITIONS
Layout / Structure
Each entry is organized at a macro-level by the different grammatical

functions the cohesive tie can occur with (which is supplemented by
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functions the cohesive tie can occur with (which is supplemented by

attention to the case a particular function may occur with). Under this larger

division, various usages are introduced by glosses; the gloss is then followed

by a symbol that more specifically designates the target usage. And here lies

the first critique: the entries should prioritize the relational symbols instead of
glosses.

The current structure is problematic for several reasons. Glosses are often

mistakenly taken to communicate the usage/meaning of a form when in all

reality they merely represent a rough indication of how the source lexeme

maps over into the target language [give Barr quote somewhere along the

side]. Thus, although glosses can be helpful heuristic indicators, by giving

them more spotlight time in a lexicon a typical user may unfortunately be

encouraged to see more than what the lexicographer is trying to

communicate. Aside from this tendency towards misunderstanding, leading

with glosses is also unhelpful because of the different meanings a single gloss

may have.

These issues could be dealt with if the different subsections of an entry

began with a more specific, non-overlapping signal — like the relational

symbols. Beginning the subsections in this way would frame whatever follows

in this particular usage, instead of potential ambiguity. Moreover, it has the

added bonus of reflecting the major focus of the Interpretive Lexicon: to

detail the different coherence relations specified by particular cohesive ties.  

  

Aside from these surface level areas of improvements, the more significant

critiques relate to the content and underlying linguistic theory of the

lexicon. 

Content & Theory
I have three primary critiques with the content and theory of the Interpretive

Lexicon (which will each be discussed in turn), though all of them can be

traced back to a broader systemic issue, namely: the lexicon’s exclusive

reliance on traditional lexicographical resources, which (in my mind)

weakens the volume’s assessment of cohesive ties.

1. The Polysemy Fallacy

2. The Omission of Key Concepts in Discourse Grammar and Analysis

3. The Neglect of More Recent Contributions from Greek Discourse

Scholars 

The Polysemy Fallacy



When looking at little function words, like those covered in the Interpretive

Lexicon, linguists have (for a good number of decades) seen more meaning in

them than is appropriate. Sandra (1998)

(https://www.researchgate.net/publication/249928155_What_linguists_can_and_can't_tell_you_about_the_human_mind_A_reply_to_Croft)

called this overestimation the polysemy fallacy. 

“
To commit the polysemy fallacy is to exaggerate the

number of distinct senses associated with a particular

form vis-à-vis the mental representation of a native

speaker.

— Tyler and Evans (2003:39–40)

This tendency is difficult to shake and is evident not only in the works of

preeminent linguists, such as Lakoff, but among the standard lexicons we

consult for our Hebrew and Greek studies. It was no surprise then, to find

the polysemy fallacy committed in the Interpretive Lexicon when the

different usages of prepositions, conjunctions, etc. are enumerated. 

Let’s take δέ as an example. The Interpretive Lexicon identifies 19 “logical

relationships” (or coherence relations) that can be signaled by the lexemes

considered. For δέ the entry suggests it is able to signal 10 of these 19

relations. Such a spectrum of usages should give pause, especially when they

are assigned to a form that is understood to often be untranslatable (unlike

έν for example which is also assigned 10 relations). More will be said about δέ
below, but for now it is enough to point out that the contribution of context

is likely overlooked in such examples, and that δέ brings a different constraint

to the discourse. (I would raise similar concerns of the polysemy fallacy with

other connectives such as γάρ, καί, μέν, and οὖν; side note: it’s curious that νὑν
is not treated and, likewise, that ὥσπερ lacks any relational symbol). 

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/249928155_What_linguists_can_and_can't_tell_you_about_the_human_mind_A_reply_to_Croft


The Omission of Key Concepts in Discourse Grammar
and Analysis

In the introduction the authors are clear that the ins-and-outs of discourse

analysis will not be discussed, but that one of the discipline’s major concerns

— that of "[a]ttempting to discern the logical relationships between

propositions” (6) — will be a focus-point for the Interpretive Lexicon.[1] With

that said, I was surprised to find that several key concepts related to

discourse analysis and grammar were not brought into the conversation,

especially since they are so helpful in explaining the way connectives can

help to stitch together a discourse. Some of the concepts I have in mind

include: theme line (main line) and supportive (offline) material, development,

segmentation, and discourse markers. 

The tendency to commit the polysemy fallacy is often mitigated by an

awareness of these parameters of discourse that extend beyond the semantic

properties (that may or may not be present) with a connective. They provide

answers for how a connective is operating in the discourse without imputing

the semantics of the immediate context into the cohesive tie as though it

brought these semantics to the related propositions (instead of the other way

around). For example, with δέ there is little reason to see it as doing anything

else but segmenting what follows as a distinct (or new) unit of information in

the discourse, which entails that any other perceived logical relation or

semantic constraint is really attributable to context—but not something that

δέ denotes as the Interpretive Lexicon (and those they cite) claim.

Additionally, I wonder what the entry for γάρ might look like if the parameters

of main line and offline were accounted for (perhaps the part of speech label

“Conjunction” would rightfully be removed, as this connective operates at

another level besides the grammar of the related propositions). I also wonder

how the concepts of main line and offline coupled with development might

have helped a user differentiate between the different functions of some of

the (inferential) cohesive ties on pp. 34–37 (e.g., διά vs. διά τούτο vs. διό).

A related notion to these that are not accounted for is the fact that

propositions are connected to others at varying levels in a discourse. That is,

a number of the cohesive ties covered in the Interpretive Lexicon operate at

levels beyond the sentence (and some below, like δέ) — though this is the only

level I can see that they address. This static evaluation necessarily entails

that those connectives which have the capacity to operate as discourse

markers are not acknowledged in this respect (e.g., δέ or οὖν). As a result of

this limited viewpoint of propositions (or a discourse), the analyst is forced to

think only in terms of how the connectives operate at a sentential level. This

restriction perhaps encourages the polysemy fallacy by limiting the higher

(cognitive and discourse-pragmatic) role a cohesive tie may play.    

The Neglect of More Recent Contributions from Greek
Discourse Scholars

An obvious corollary of the lexicon’s appropriation of strictly conventional

resources (i.e., BDAG, Wallace, and Harris) is that more recent evaluations are

not tapped into. I am thinking primarily of the work of Stephen Levinsohn

(http://www-01.sil.org/~levinsohns/) and Steve Runge

(https://www.logos.com/product/4599/discourse-grammar-of-the-greek-

new-testament-a-practical-introduction-for-teaching-and-exegesis) as they

have both produced resources that deal with a handful of cohesive ties in a

more or less systematic and consistent fashion.

If the work of such scholars were included, it would no doubt prove to be

problematic: Levinsohn and Runge often land at odds with how BDAG,

Wallace, and Harris interpret certain “popular” Greek connectives. How are

such dissonant voices then to be reflected in an interpretive lexicon for

students whose primary concern is exegesis?

The difficulty of answering such a question does not constitute grounds for

applying only models that are in harmony, or that have been well-received

over time. While the latter may certainly earn a resource its place in such a

lexicon as secondary reference material, good-standing over time does not

http://www-01.sil.org/~levinsohns/
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lexicon as secondary reference material, good-standing over time does not

invalidate new voices that challenge the status-quo. And while, to be clear,

the authors of the Interpretive Lexicon should not be held responsible as

though they assume such a thing, the lexicon could certainly be

strengthened (and likewise be a tool that advances scholarship) by

assimilating these more recent insights into their evaluation of Greek

cohesive ties.

As it stands, however, conventional theory is brought into play while more

recent advances are left to ride the bench. I’m aware this is the most serious

of my critiques, but I believe this decision is an unfortunate disservice to the

users of the lexicon as well as the broader field. After all, resources that push

for practical application (which this lexicon both embraces and embodies) is

the surest way for new insights to challenge and sharpen traditional

understandings.

In the most mild form of response to this area of improvement it would seem

fitting to give at least a head-nod in footnote format to those instances

where the content of an entry is at odds with recent insights made in Greek

discourse grammar. For instance, regarding the conjunctive και, a footnote

explaining that it connects two items of equal syntactic status without

specifying a semantic value for how the two units are related would be a

more linguistically sensitive account than what is currently found in the

footnote:

“
Because of the flexibility of καί, it can be used to signal a

wide variety of logical relationships. The specific semantic

(or logical) relationship signaled in each instance must be

derived from the context.

— An Interpretive Lexicon, p. 56

I actually disagree wholeheartedly with the soundness of this footnote. In the

first sentence, the authors seem to suggest that flexibility in usage entails

polysemy, when, in fact, it can imply just the opposite (i.e., semantic

bleaching). Similarly, in the first sentence the authors claim that καί signals

(or “denotes”, as they phrase in the introduction) multiple logical

relationships, when, in fact, καί is more like asyndeton in that it specifies

nothing, except that the two items related should be related somehow (while

asyndeton leaves this possibility up to be inferred). In the second sentence,

the authors attempt to clarify that the extensive polysemy of καί is
completely contingent upon the immediate context, when, in fact, you could

remove και and the coherence relation (or semantic/logical relationship)

would still stand — because it is context that makes the two coordinated

units make sense (i.e. coherent); but καί has nothing to do with achieving the

specifics of the coherence relation.

Sorry for the extended digression into grimy details, but it is these extended

descriptions in the footnotes that users will cling to as they try to make

sense of the little words that stitch a discourse together. In the end — as

summary to this third critique — it only seems appropriate that a lexicon

whose mission is to inform its users on Greek connectives from the

perspective of discourse analysis (however covert that mission from that

angle may be) would look to the work of discourse grammarians to
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angle may be) would look to the work of discourse grammarians to

contribute to this important conversation. 

Technology
Aside from the recent point, one of the areas of improvement that I would be

most eager to see is the digitalization of this volume. There are obvious

benefits that come to mind immediately: hyperlinking to resources pointed

to (especially if said resources were also in a digitally mapped platform, e.g.

Accordance or Logos); and relatedly, the opportunity for every relational

symbol to display a definition from a glossary upon hover would make the

resource much more user-friendly and nullify any learning curve with having

to keep in mind what NLR (no logical relationship), S-R (situation-response),

or W-Ed (way-end) stand for. 

However, more importantly for linguistic research, the ability to search and

filter between results would provide the lexicon's users with a significant

advantage in applying the contents of this lexicon. For instance, the chance

to oscillate between a semasiological and onomasiological perspective would

most certainly prove insightful; in other words, the ability to turn the lexicon

into a thesaurus (onomasiology) from a lexicon (semasiology). More

concretely, this would entail the opportunity to choose a particular

coherence relation (e.g. Cause) to study and then to see all the cohesive ties

in the lexicon that specify such a relation. 

CONCLUSION
There’s no doubt many students will be eager to hold this little lexicon in

their hands as they scour the Greek New Testament. As it stands, I believe it

provides a helpful survey and point of orientation for many of the coherence

relations that can be signaled with many of the cohesive ties it covers. The

areas of improvement I have raised are significant enough for me, however,

to worry that its users will not be taken any closer to properly understanding

some of the key connectives they encounter most, but instead be

encouraged to think about them in conventional ways. But, as I have tried to

frame my concerns, this is nothing future editions cannot amend. 

Thanks to Zondervan for sending me a review copy (which in no way
influenced my assessment).

[1] Although the authors do not specify, this angle of discourse analysis is

commonly referred to as rhetorical-structural analysis

(http://www.sagepub.com/sites/default/files/upm-

binaries/40439_3b.pdf), see Noordman et al (1999:138-140) or Taboada and

Mann (2006) (http://www.sagepub.com/sites/default/files/upm-

binaries/40439_3b.pdf) for an overview.
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